California's boldness stemmed in part from the attitude of its governor, Arnold Schwarzenegger, a Republican who has been outspoken in his determination to combat global warming. "There are some issues in the world that are simply so compelling, whether in the United States or in the United Kingdom, that demand us to put aside our partisan differences and attack them head on," Schwarzenegger told one British newspaper last month. "In California, we have spent much of the past year doing just that on global warming and other environmental challenges. We've even signed an agreement with Tony Blair to fight climate change together, across an ocean and a continent, because protecting our planet demands nothing less," he said.
The Automobile Alliance in a statement said car manufacturers were already working to produce more fuel-efficient cars. Arguing that it needed more time to study the complaint, it noted that a similar suit, which saw energy companies sued on public nuisance grounds, had failed.
"Using nuisance suits to address global warming would involve the courts in deciding political questions beyond their jurisdiction," the alliance said. "This opens the door to lawsuits targeting any activity that used fossil fuel for energy."
The lawsuit comes as California aggressively pursues a reduction in carbon dioxide emissions. A law passed in 2004 will force carmakers to reduce carbon dioxide emissions by 30 per cent. That measure is currently being challenged by car manufacturers.
Last month the California state legislation approved a measure to force utilities to cut emissions, and the state has sued the federal government for failing to address the effects of global warming.
"By curbing greenhouse gas emissions, we can devise new market-based mechanisms that spur innovation, collaborate on technology research and lead on an issue where the US government has been slow to act," says Schwarzenegger.
British business tycoon, Sir Richard Branson, joined the growing ranks of global warming activists last month by committing $3 billion to tackle climate change. The billionaire pledged all the profits from his Virgin air and rail interests over the next 10 years to combating rising global temperatures. However, the estimated $3 billion will not go to charities and will be invested in a new branch of Branson's ever-expanding Virgin conglomerate, Virgin Fuels. Much of the investment will focus on biofuels, an alternative to oil-based fuels made from plants.
The British government, which has lagged behind several other countries in its commitment to biofuels, has ordered petrol stations in the UK to source five per cent of their fuel from renewable energy by 2010, one of several lucrative opportunities for biofuel producers such as Virgin.
A British government spokesman said: "This is an extremely generous offer. The prime minister met Richard Branson and other business leaders in California in the summer and came back very impressed with the positive steps all the companies were taking to reduce their impact on global warming."
Branson may find some attempts to run his aircraft on biofuels struggle to take off. In 2000, scientists at Imperial College London said that bioethanol was not suitable and could be dangerous. Small amounts of biodiesel could be mixed into existing aircraft fuel, kerosene, but critics say its green credentials have been exaggerated. Biodiesel is prepared from plants such as oilseed rape, and is supposed to be carbon-neutral because the carbon emitted when it is burnt to release energy was absorbed from the atmosphere while the plant grew. But recent studies have shown the greenhouse gains are much smaller than assumed. Making the fertilisers and pesticides needed to grow the crops takes large amounts of energy, as does processing it into fuel. Others warn that the amount of land required to grow crops on a sufficient scale could increase pressure on forests and other One airline boss has pledged to pursue the production of biofuels to ease global warming fears but critics believe much more is needed. Nigel Williams reports.
Hopes pinned on biofuel
Bioflying: Sir Richard Branson, chief executive of Virgin Atlantic, has committed profits from his companies to the research and production of biofuels. (Photograph: Empics.) land. The European Union has a modest target of 5.75 per cent biofuels by 2010 which has been estimated to require 18 per cent of all arable land in the EU.
Mike Childs, head of campaigns at Friends of the Earth, welcomed Branson's commitment but said his air interests were part of the problem: "The fast growth in air flights cannot be maintained without causing climatic disaster. The government needs to introduce a climate change law and stop the expansion of airports, tax air fuel and encourage business to invest in more sustainable alternatives."
Virgin made its first investment in biofuels last month by investing $60 million in Cilion, a California-based venture that plans to make bioethanol from corn and to construct seven refineries by 2009. Virgin trains is switching its diesel-powered trains to biodiesel and the group also plans to develop a biofuel for planes.
Speaking at a news conference for Bill Clinton's Clinton Global Initiative organisation in New York last month, Branson said adults had a duty to pass on a "pristine" planet to the next generation: "We have to wean ourselves off our dependence on coal and fossil fuels. Our generation has the knowledge, it has the financial resources and as importantly it has the willpower to do so."
Air transport was exempted from the Kyoto protocol on climate change, provided that airlines sought a way to reduce emissions through a trading scheme by 2007. With that deadline fast approaching and no agreement in sight, the prospect of taxes on aviation fuel or airline travel is becoming more realistic.
The industry strongly opposes new taxation and argues that its contribution to carbon dioxide emissions is comparatively small. Willie Walsh, chief executive of British Airways, said recently that governments were in danger of exaggerating the environmental threat posed by airlines: "The notion that flying is a selfish, antisocial activity that single-handedly threatens planetary catastrophe bears no relation to the evidence."
But there are worries that efforts to research and grow biofuels may distract from the need to drastically reduce energy consumption. A second generation of research programmes looking at the potential use of byproducts of current crops, such as straw, as a source of biofuels may be helpful but is unlikely to provide a major solution while the demand for fuel remains high and is likely to continue to increase.
